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ABSTRACT 



Patterns of reasoning indigenous to American Indians 



and Alaska Natives are based upon a fluid holistic mindset, born out 
of intimate observation of the natural world and predicated on the 
understanding that nothing exists in isolation. All action has 
consequence and all interaction is significant. Just as American 
Indians themselves have been culturally defined through stereotype 
and generalization, so American Indian philosophy and cognitive 
process have been pigeonholed by mainstream perceptions and 
definitions. A coyote tale illustrates the ^'top-down" nature of 
Indian problem-solving, that is, analysis of the problem from the 
perspective of larger encompassing systems. Symptomatic solutions do 
not address the fundamental nature of a problem* "Why" questions are 
avoided since they are not geared toward moving from the general to 
the specific and because causal interpretation does not resolve the 
problem. Understanding the conflict between holistic Indian and 
rational mainstream thought not only provides insight into dilemmas 
of the American Indian community, but also contains the root of 
solutions to national problems. Frequently, attempted solutions to 
environmental or educational problems have been symptomatic; i.e., 
responses to a specific environmental crisis or modification of some 
instructional feature. Just as environmental and educational issues 
could benefit from a movement from symptomatic analysis to systemic 
observation, so could issues of poverty, economy, and crime. (SV) 
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^. SOUTHEAST TRIBAL WORLDVTEW AND CONTEMPORARY AMERTTA. 

^ By Dr. Billift Nave Masters, Director. 

Advanced Edunati on Rpsearoh Center 
^ Tust j n , Pal i f ornia 

Tl^.ere is an American Indian story about a coyote?. Th<: coyote 
is traveling through the desert, and as it walks it speaks to the 
spirits and asks them tu help it solve the problems that arise 
along the way. When it is thirsty, it prays for rain. When its 
feel are hot and burning, it prays for clouds to make shade. And 
in this way the coyote makes it through the desert. But once it 
is on \A\i^ other side, the coyote finds that it is hungi^y. So the 
coyote travt^ls to a place wher{? it has hidden s(;me food. There it 
meets a skunk. The coyote and the skunk plan a feast together and 
place the food in a roasting pit. But,, the coyote does not want 
to have to share the food, so I hf' coyote challenges the skunk to 
a race knovv'ing that it can easily o\alrun the smaller animal, fhe 
skunk agrees and the race begins. The fox runs very quickly, but 
the skiink does nc;L run at all and hides nearby. The skunk digs up 
the food and eats it before the coyote can return. 

This story for all its seeming simplicity touches upon a 
number highly sophisticated ideas: patterns of reasoning 
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natural world, and predicated on the understanding that nothing 
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on t.li(' planet can r-.ist in isolaiuni. Tht* vision thai guides the 
reasoning mind must be auai-e that all acl.iun has conseq\uniCM.> and 
alJ i nt.or-a^^i i on is an .issue of significance, both situational and 
qpi r i t \ia 1 . 

Just as American Indians themselves have been cuJturaily 
defined throii^^i storeotype and gene ra 1 i J^.a t i on , so American Indian 
philosophy and cognitive process has heo.n pigeonholed according 
to lines of reasoning v^hicdi corrt?spond to a peirception of the 
Indian uorl.d\iew as defined by mainstream culture; e.g. Indians 
are eon(^erned abtnal l.he land, and are ther-efore conservationists. 
Indians do not uti1i/,e clocks, and are therefore indifferent to 
time. What is lost, through these generalizations is an 
undei'Htanding of the (-oncept.ual i-oots of American Indian 
tM:)gnitive ])rocessing, and more importantly, the potential 
application of that vision into finding solutions to problems 
currently faced by American society. 

Returning to the story of the coyote, the point of the 
animal's adventure-, as observed by the Wes t.e rn/Ra t i ona 1 mind, is 
that the (u)yoLe outsmarted iiimself. He count. ed upon a super ioM^ 
ability ir) one area l:o carry him through a problem which could be 
res(jlved in more 1 lian one way. The flaw is one of over- 
con I* idence. F^ut to the Indian mindset, the coyote's problem was 
not. dep(Midencu' wptni a c^lear area of super lor i t.y , but upon a 
failure to plar^e t,he problem in the appropriate perspective. All 
of the oo>ote's problems were solved so long as it placed their 
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r(*rtohUiori inlo a laT\gcM' <M)nt,oxl nntl askod t.lio spirals i'ot^ help. 
It was only a1. tho poLnl at. whh/h it, a t Lompt'cd l.c) resoive^d Lhc* 
prohU-m by causfV f^l' f'^f" » symj)tc)rn/a(M. L oii indi\'i(iuaJ efforV that, it 
f;-i,[l^(\ to gpt what- il ru^edcii, 

Th(- cc)n(;ep1. of Tcrp /Di)\'in de-c i 1 on-mak i ni^ , tho analysis of a 
I)r()bleMK fr^om thee po i n t -of - v 1 ew of Iho larger systt^njs thai: 
CM\eomi)aHs i I. , is an inherent [ivocess for American IndJan poople. 
v^Jene rat ions of careful obscrvatJon of tho systems and pattorns of 
l:h(? natni-a) \v'(U*.ld ovoJvcmI into an understanding that, synip tornat. i (! 
soiutions do not addrt-ss the tuncJanien tri 1 nature of a problem. 
Owning land does not: givr- you the abllit.y to c^ontrx)! the land 
bfoause il is a pard of something eons i derabl y larger which 
cannot be con t ro 1 1 (»d , the Karth. Therefore owning land s(M^v(v-. no 
real [)ut^pof%<:*. 

Anot^her as[)ect ot tdie Top/Down worldvitMv is tlie avoidanco ef 
"Why** questions. Wit.h respect to pi^oblfMti ana]>sis anc^ soliition 
forniulatjon , asl\ing why a part.icuiar tn'ent occurred, c;r why a 
(MMd.ain problem musl. be addrc^ssed is simpl\ not consist enl with 
American Indian holist.ic (^ognitL\e proc:essing. Such a cpjcstlcn is 
not geared toward moving from tlu? gfMu^raJ to the sp(MMfic in 
terms oT know.leagc* acquisition, but re(iuires that the provi.der of 
tdie answer *'ba(-k up" and regress t o aTi i n te r pi-e t.at i on of (?auses 
which is not directred t.oward resolution of the situation at hand. 
A more appropriate question is "how" an invent took place: an 
understanding of the patterns of action which has led to the 
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u i 1 h l,ha i f)a I., t (-]'ti . 

Prcjluibly 1 mo.st nrntM-ious oxiuuplc* of Arnc^rican Fndian 
Tc;p/D(,)wn Ui inking is the r^> 1 a t i onsh 1 p of tribal p(^op.le to the use 
oT "rM()('l\ Time". Thi-} t. ra«] i t i onal interpretation of the rela\(M.i 
atii1U(l<' (j(MiUHiHt- rat.ed hy many AmeiMcan Indians toward pi'eu- i se 
t j nM--l\eepi ng lias always been rooted in the s L er-eo t.\ p lea 1 
(]iia ] i t. i (?s of laziness, ot' nbsenee of dri\e. The av'oidanee of 
depend(^nee npon riumfMM.f I. i me is much more easil>^ undersliood ulien 
examined cis :m\ aspcM-L of eognilivi? })i^o(m>s s i ng . With respecM to 
lio\.' Indiatis \ U^u their ])a rd. i ( ■ i [)a t i on with I. he \c()rld, 1 he idea 
compar Imenil a 1 i /. i Tr4 a day i.nl».) '<\ srMMes of minuscnile T)arts is 
simply r-idioulous. A iitiy is a day. Time is essentially an 
inst.rumcni for the inea s u I'emen t. of tlu.^ dislan(?e bfd ween obje(-ts 
and '^'XtMits. 'flu* distance vdiich eati b(» eo\erf-d in a minute is 
simply" small to warr^ant. attention. 

An M ppr*ec i a t i on for the conldit^t Ijf.' twcuni hoi i sti e/ Ind i an and 
r-al lonal /inai nstream thought processes goes a loiig way toward 
pro\iding an \ind(M\s tand i iig oV how, ald.er 500 years of 
inter-action, tribal people in this country stand at the brink of 
genocide at the hands of a federal bureaucracy which has a hsays 
wor^shippe«l detail at tdie expense of substance. But, more 
obvloijsly, this conflict also contains the root of solutions for 
not r)nly dilemmas inh(^rent to the American Indian community, but 
to a myriad of problems for^ which t.h() mainstream culture has been 




urwih'lt*, or uiivs i 1 1 i n tf , lo find \'iali.l<^ so I u i ons » 

As ])re V i oiis I mentioned, Die mciRt visible f?xamp](; is in the 
Of )gn i t. i \'f' Hp})t*erM at i on of issues oonoc^'ning 1 lio ( i ronn)(»n t. , When 
tht-^ t-ribal Tcip/Dravn ap[)roar'h is apx>iir>d to thr* rui^ront plan.^t- 
ividtv st'.ale of RCM") ] og i c*a 1 decline, 1 ko things become immediately 
ob\'ious. First , the b(^]ief thai pollul ion issues can be addressed 
at t synjptomat lc» lovel, t.hai. we can cc.Mitlnue to apply a S(?ries 
<)f spcu'l f io a(*l ions to adi.lress s]r)ef.:'i f ic crises, is i nher^.-nt ly 
fla\vor]. This t hirds in. a is pr'c^dicatod on t ht^ ac^M^pt aiK^.^ of Idio 
premise that we shf)uJ(j bt-' (.^onltMit. to await a cmm s i s situation 
b(."fc^re a^'tinu', as in lh(.' example of t.hi? Kxxon Aiaskan oil spil L. 
Si'condly, it is (nil^ tdiroui^li an ap[)r cmm a i i on of fhc» Earth as an 
i n t t*connoc' r ed s(M'ies of [)atder*ru'd s\st('ms, independent, of t }u.)se 
art i I* i c i a 1 s > s t erns i n ter j ec 1 ed t)y peop 1 e , t ha t so 1 u t ions re .1 a t i \'(-» 
to tdiat undeM's lantli rrs; can t)C formuxated. KcoJogicai manatee men! 
siiffors as mindi fr*om personal it. i(?s and po 1 it i(^s as it does {'rom 
toxins and was te . 

In my own field, nuu.'h Ihoii^ht. and research has (Uirrently beuMi 
applied l.o (M)ns i de ra t i on oV thr- t^n i t ed St.atr^s eciucvi t i ona I crisis 
from t.hc* po i n t -of - v i ew of holistic^ probl em-so 1 v i ng techniques* 
Too oftf?n, c^dlJ(^at i cnia I pi-of ess iona Is have^ at, tempted t c; resolve 
d i f f i cut t.i es with respect to educNational delivery in terms of 
feature mod i f i ca I i C)n : better t.est.s, better^ Inooks, varied 
pT'os(-"^n La t i on , (^oini)u te rs , What becomes lost in the sc3:'abbJe to 
(]uant. ify sonu^ Kind erf posit i\'e response is t.hci intentit>n of the 



sysLcMii MS a wIidIp, miuI llio fnj]ur(^ Lho svstoni as a whr)l(^ \o 

addi-ess its o\s'n rerrogn i zr^d areas r>r nood . TIk^ failun^ uf i:niic»d 
Stalos ediK'at ion is ?iot a failiire of ititcMil, it is tho i rial » i I i t. > 
to slop iKi lolling a (?entair ies-old systr^m and consi'dej" fresh 
sr)1iitLons hasod ur)on available data and observation of t.lio 
<.:iillu:a? as it acMnaJly is in l.otal. 

Kn t (-MKs i cMis of this liru^ of roas(Uiirig beoome i n( ■ r (3a s j ug 1 y 
(.b\jo\is. Just, as (-n\ i ronmen f al and edocalional issues '^ou.ld 
bent^'fil from a m(;v(Mn(-Mi t frum symp t. oina t. i o ana.l>sis Lo systomiL* 
ol^siM'vat. i on , so coii^.d issm^s of po\'ert:y, foonoMiv , ami orinio. Tliis 
is not io say that. simpl\ alterin^^ ])orspooti\e is the miracle- 
sdlutioii to t.lie Koes nf (ho \v'(M*ld, I am a foaoln-M^ not. a psy(Mii«'. 
Rut what o?in ('l(Mr1> bo said is t.hal vv*- arc on t hf^ vor^gr- nf 
losiui^ a groat \si.s(iom, a Knr^slodgo nV the Karl h based upon 
oomiiiun ic-at- i ng \sit.h t ho Karth , a \ i s i on not. direot.od to conquor 
l.iut to ooalos(M_', a scnircM-' of st.rfngth and p( • i^s pc»o tM vr » Khi<'h cm 
lea<j t.o ne\s hopo Tor all of us. 

Tf you \^.oro lo ask a tribal oJdcM', trained in Ihe t r-ad i 1 i < Mia 1 
\.isd()m of tribal people, I o explain tdic fundamental ruilure (^f 
Ciod , it is Inghly unlikely Lhat. \ou Vsoijld ree(-ive a sermon 
peidaining t.o qualities, analogies, o t/nooJogies. What. ^ ou wta.ild 
most likely be told is 1 hat (Jod is a Iriokstei': a fundamcMiiaJ 
! r'ut,ii based on observation of the "T'oal" woj-lri, shaped by the 
f^xpi^r- i t-riee of constant, change, and t.onipercMl by flic knowJedge that 
the most impori.ant lessons of life are often couched in a liumor 
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(IrnK)i fi'om t Im^ nbsuiMlil\ uf t,ak i ni^ oiioscH T nr one's silualion too 
s( ' I" i cjiis I \ . Th(?rf-» is po\s(M^ in I his v i s i (jrx a.s we J J. as in tin..* 
t>()st ulal t.nat ha\o gfown from it, hopc^ for" the- Iril-.a] pc^^ijle 
t.()al Ix^iii-ve it, and a fr^esh pei'spect i.\'e I'or; a Sf^eiely in need. 
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